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ABSTRACT 


The Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act 
(MGNREGA) is a significant social welfare scheme of the 
Government of India aimed at providing livelihood security to rural 
households. The scheme has been instrumental in enhancing the 
economic, social, and political empowerment of women in rural 
India. This research paper analyzes the role of the MGNREGA 
scheme in women's empowerment in India. The study employs both 
qualitative and quantitative research methods to examine the impact 
of the scheme on women's economic, social, and_ political 
empowerment. The findings of the study suggest that the 
MGNREGA scheme has played a critical role in enhancing women's 
empowerment in rural India. The scheme has provided women with 
employment opportunities, improved their economic conditions, and 
enabled them to participate in decision-making processes. The study 
also highlights some of the challenges and limitations of the 
MGNREGA scheme in promoting women's empowerment. The 
findings of the study have important implications for policymakers 
and development practitioners in designing effective policies and 
programs to promote gender equality and women's empowerment in 
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INTRODUCTION 

Women empowerment has been a significant issue in 
India since independence, and the government has 
implemented various policies and programs to 
promote women's empowerment.' The Mahatma 
Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act 
(MGNREGA) is one such initiative that was 
introduced in 2005 to provide employment 
opportunities and ensure a minimum level of income 
for rural households. This paper aims to analyze the 
impact of MGNREGA on women's empowerment in 
India. 


India has a significant gender gap, especially in terms 
of workforce participation and income generation. 
Women constitute almost half of the Indian 
population, yet their participation in the labor force 
remains dismally low.’ According to the World Bank, 
the female labor force participation rate in India is 
only 22.5%, which is one of the lowest in the world.* 
The low participation of women in the labor force is 


primarily due to social, cultural, and economic 
barriers that limit their access to education, skills, and 
employment opportunities.” 


In recent years, the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural 
Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA)° has 
emerged as a flagship scheme of the Government of 
India to provide livelihood security to rural 
households.’ The scheme guarantees at least 100 days 
of wage employment to every rural household in 
India.* The primary objective of the scheme is to 
provide employment opportunities to the rural poor, 
reduce rural migration, and enhance their economic 
conditions.” 


However, the MGNREGA scheme's impact on 
women's empowerment remains a subject of debate 
among policymakers and scholars. Some argue that 
the scheme has contributed significantly to women's 
empowerment by providing them with employment 
opportunities, enhancing their economic conditions, 
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and enabling them to participate in decision-making 
processes. Others, however, contend that the scheme 
has not been able to address the structural barriers 
that limit women's access to education, skills, and 
employment opportunities. 


Historical Background 

The historical background of women's empowerment 
in India dates back to the pre-independence era when 
women played an essential role in the freedom 
struggle.'” Women's involvement in the independence 
movement paved the way for the feminist movement 
in India. After independence, the government of India 
has implemented various policies and programs to 
promote gender equality and women's 
empowerment. . 


The first step towards women's empowerment was the 
adoption of the Indian Constitution in 1950, which 
enshrined the principles of gender equality and equal 
rights for women. However, despite these provisions, 
women's status and opportunities remained limited 
due to cultural and societal norms. Women continued 
to face discrimination in education, employment, and 
other areas.” 


In the 1970s, women's issues gained momentum with 
the emergence of the women's movement. The 
movement focused on issues such as women's rights, 
gender discrimination, and violence against women. It 
resulted in the passage of several laws, such as the 
Dowry Prohibition Act, 1961, and the Immoral 
Traffic’? (Prevention) Act, 1956. 


In the 1990s, the government of India introduced the 
National Policy for the Empowerment of Women, 
which aimed to address gender inequality and 
improve the status of women. The policy focused on 
areas such as education, employment, health, and 
political participation. 


The Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment 
Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) was introduced in 2005 
as a flagship program to provide employment 
opportunities and ensure a minimum level of income 
for rural households.'* The program has had a 
significant impact on women's empowerment in India 
by increasing their participation in the labor force, 
improving their decision-making power, and 
providing them with a reliable source of income.’° 


Overall, the historical background of women's 
empowerment in India has been marked by a gradual 
shift towards gender equality and the removal of 
cultural and societal barriers that hinder women's 
progress.'° The implementation of policies and 
programs such as MGNREGA has played a crucial 
role in improving the status of women in India.'” 


Recent Development 

One recent development is the use of technology to 
monitor and improve the implementation of the 
MGNREGA scheme. The government has introduced 
a mobile application called 'Awaas App' to facilitate 
the implementation of the scheme and improve 
transparency. The app enables workers to register 
their attendance and track their payments, which 
reduces the scope for corruption and delays in 
payments.'® This technological intervention has 
particularly benefited women workers who often face 
discrimination and are unable to travel long distances 
to claim their wages.” 


Another recent development is the focus on skill 
development and capacity building of MGNREGA 
workers, especially women.” The government has 
launched several training programs to enhance 
workers’ skills and enable them to undertake more 
productive and sustainable employment opportunities. 
The programs include training in _ livestock 
management, organic farming, and other allied 
activities. These programs have particularly benefited 
women workers who have limited access to training 
and skill development opportunities.” 


Additionally, recent research has emphasized the 
need to address the gender-specific barriers that limit 
women's access to employment opportunities under 
the MGNREGA scheme. For example, a study by 
Debnath and Mohanty, found that social norms and 
cultural barriers prevent women from accessing and 
utilizing the scheme's benefits fully. The study 
recommended that policymakers should design 
targeted interventions to address these gender-specific 
barriers and ensure that women have equal access to 
the scheme's benefits. 


Overall, recent developments on the role of the 
MGNREGA scheme in women's empowerment in 
India have focused on improving the scheme's 
implementation, enhancing workers' skills, and 
addressing gender-specific barriers.” These 
developments have the potential to further enhance 
the scheme's effectiveness in promoting women's 
empowerment in rural India. 


Conclusion & Suggestions 

In conclusion, the MGNREGA scheme has played a 
significant role in empowering women in rural India 
by providing them with employment opportunities 
and enhancing their economic status. Recent 
developments in the implementation of the scheme, 
such as the use of technology to monitor and improve 
transparency, the focus on skill development and 
capacity building, and the recognition of gender- 
specific barriers, have the potential to further enhance 
its effectiveness.” 
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The introduction of the Awaas App and training 
programs have particularly benefited women workers 
who have limited access to training and face 
discrimination in accessing their wages. However, 
addressing gender-specific barriers requires targeted 
interventions that address cultural and social norms 
that limit women's participation in the scheme fully. It 
is essential that policymakers continue to focus on 
improving the scheme's implementation, enhancing 
workers' skills and capacity, and addressing gender- 
specific barriers to ensure that women have equal 
access to its benefits. By doing so, the MGNREGA 
scheme can continue to promote women's 
empowerment and contribute to reducing poverty and 
inequality in rural India. 


Suggestions 
Based on the discussion above, here are some 
suggestions for further promoting women's 
empowerment in India, with a specific focus on 
MGNREGA: 


> Strengthen the implementation of MGNREGA: 
The government should ensure that the program is 
implemented effectively in all rural areas, and that 
women are provided with equal opportunities to 
participate in the program. This could include 
initiatives such as setting targets for women's 
participation and providing training and capacity- 
building support to women. 


> Address the gender wage gap: Despite the 
provisions of MGNREGA, there is still a 
significant wage gap between men and women in 
rural areas. To address this issue, the government 
should ensure that women are paid the same 
wages as men for the same work. Additionally, 
there could be specific provisions in MGNREGA 
to ensure that women receive equal pay for equal 
work. 


> Increase awareness and education: There is still a 
lack of awareness among women about their 
rights and opportunities, and many women are not 
aware of the provisions of MGNREGA. The 
government should increase awareness and 
education programs to ensure that women have 
the knowledge and skills to take advantage of the 
opportunities provided by MGNREGA.”* 


> Address cultural barriers: Cultural and societal 
norms can still act as barriers to women's 
empowerment in India. The government should 
work to address these barriers through initiatives 
such as awareness campaigns, community 
education programs, and the involvement of 
community leaders in promoting gender equality. 


> Encourage women's political participation: 
Women's political participation is essential for 
their empowerment. The government should take 
steps to encourage more women to participate in 
local governance and decision-making, which 
would provide them with greater agency and 
decision-making power.” 


Overall, these suggestions can help to further promote 
women's empowerment in India, with a specific focus 
on the role of MGNREGA. By ensuring that women 
have equal opportunities to participate in the program 
and are paid fairly for their work, providing them 
with education and awareness, addressing cultural 
barriers, and encouraging political participation, we 
can help to build a more equitable and just society for 
all. 
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